Perinatal law and ethics rounds.
Advances in perinatal medicine have increased the complexity of the clinical decision-making process. Medical education curricula have paid little attention to exploring the ethical and legal aspects of these decisions. In response to this perceived need, we initiated a case-oriented teaching program in perinatal law and ethics. The goals of the program included the following: to develop skills in "moral diagnosis" and analysis (the ability to interpret and analyze clinical cases from a moral point of view); to understand the relevant laws; to appreciate the ethical and legal relationships between the pregnant woman, her fetus, and the professionals; and to encourage open and frank discussion of these important issues. The teaching rounds, led by a lawyer and ethicist, were held monthly, and included all professionals who care for pregnant women and their newborns. A patient was presented in lay language, stressing the ethical or legal issue raised by the case. Cases could be separated into five categories: questions concerning abortion, issues of maternal-fetal conflict, labor management in extreme prematurity or fetal abnormality, innovative therapy, and the psychological concerns of difficult decisions. Careful case analysis with an in-depth discussion of the ethical principles and legal precedents on which decisions are based appears to be an effective and useful educational exercise. This approach to perinatal teaching can prepare professionals to deal with exigent situations that may occur in practice.